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Biomedicine swallows the lion’s share of life science funding but there is 
mounting concern that the health of ecosystems should be demanding 
more attention. Nigel Williams reports.
Gone, gone and goingThe reality and scale of species 
loss within ecosystems around 
the globe is only just beginning 
to hit home: the problem is not 
just the destruction of habitat in 
developing countries but also the 
loss of habitat in wealthy countries 
with well-documented species 
lists. In Britain, with some of the 
world’s longest and most detailed 
records of species abundance, 
more than 200 insect species have 
become extinct in the past 50 
years, while some counties within 
the country are seeing a species 
of wildflower disappear nearly 
every year.
This astonishing scale of 
decline in insects and plants, now 
becoming clear to specialists, is 
not yet remotely appreciated by 
the public or by governments. “It 
is a decline that is unrelenting,” 
said The Independent newspaper, 
which launched a campaign last 
month to support two charities 
concerned with the future of plants 
and invertebrates, Plantlife and 
Buglife. The newspaper reported 
figures that the malachite beetle 
(pictured on its front cover) — a 
priority species for conservation 
action — has suffered a massive 
fall in numbers at its main site in 
south-east England and may be 
heading for oblivion. Worryingly, 
for unknown reasons, in the past 
three years its population has 
shrunk by more than 75 per cent 
in the wildflower meadows where 
it lives — which are themselves 
gravely threatened.
The newspaper highlighted the 
massive loss in the numbers of 
native plant and insect species, 
two groups that account for more 
than 95 per cent of total species, 
yet have lagged far behind birds 
and mammals, the so-called 
‘charismatic megafauna’, in 
public awareness. While flagship 
species can gain public sympathy 
and support, and consequent 
conservation action on their behalf, many invertebrate and 
plant species are unrecognised 
and their value ignored. Even 
in Britain, many invertebrates 
are poorly recorded or even not 
recorded at all. In reality, they 
are the crucial bases of the 
ecosystem which allows all life to 
function, the paper said.
In the past 100 years, three 
breeding birds have disappeared 
from Britain — the Kentish plover, 
wryneck and the red-backed 
shrike. But about 20 plant species 
have become extinct, and for 
insects the figure is estimated to be at least 200 species in the 
past half century, and many more 
are clearly heading for extinction 
unless drastic measures are taken.
Roger Key, English Nature’s 
leading insect specialist, said 
that the British insect species 
that have disappeared in the past 
50 years include 88 beetles, 56 
butterflies and moths, 20 bees, 17 
fly species, 14 bugs and hoppers 
and 12 wasps. “The true figure is 
almost certainly higher,” he said. 
“There may well be things that 
have gone extinct that we do not 
know about.”
Even more striking is the decline 
in abundance of invertebrate 
species which are not yet extinct. 
“Insect decline as a whole has Campaign: One British newspaper last month highlighted the loss of invertebrate and 
plant species.
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years,” Kay said. “Numbers have 
gone down all around the country. 
For example, people of my 
generation remember that driving 
through the countryside at night in 
the summer you would encounter 
a ‘snowstorm’ of moths. But that 
is never seen now.”
Of the limited funds available for 
conservation research, “resources 
head straight for the popular 
species: above all, birds,” writes 
conservationist Peter Marren, 
in The Independent. The Royal 
Society for the Protection of 
Birds is Europe’s largest wildlife 
charity with more than one million 
private members. “Far more 
money is poured over a single 
bird than all the insects (with the possible exception of butterflies) 
put together. Insects and flowers 
depend on the crumbs falling from 
the richer bird’s table,” he says.
But a new paper by Stuart 
Pimm at Duke University, Durham, 
North Carolina, and colleagues, 
published in the Proceedings 
of the National Academy of 
Sciences (online), finds that the 
threat of extinction even to bird 
species is much higher than many 
current estimates. Pimm and 
colleagues believe the current 
estimate that 1.3% of around 
10,000 presently known bird 
species have become extinct 
since 1500 as a result of human 
activity seriously underestimates 
the real position. The authors 
argue that Polynesian expansion across the Pacific exterminated 
many species before European 
explorations and records began. 
The authors conclude that recent 
bird species extinction rates 
have been up to four times higher 
than those extrapolated from the 
situation since 1500. And that 
these rates could rise dramatically 
in this century. “Millions of people 
are fond of birds, which are a 
major ecotourism attraction,” 
the authors write. “For the same 
reason, we hope that future bird 
extinctions will be far lower than 
our predictions. Whether fondness 
will prove sufficient to protect the 
1,000 or more species threatened 
with habitat loss across tropical 
forests remains to be seen.”
And another group of 
vertebrates are also ringing alarm 
bells. Writing in Science this 
month, 50 of the world’s leading 
conservation experts called for 
an urgent rescue mission to save 
frogs, newts and other amphibians 
facing extinction. They believe 
action is needed to save the 
planet’s almost 6,000 amphibian 
species after research over recent 
years has found that a third are 
threatened.
Up to 122 amphibian species 
have become extinct over the past 
25 years. These vertebrates have 
gone into sharp decline as humans 
have encroached on their habitat. 
Climate change and infectious 
diseases have also taken their toll.
The conservationists propose 
a $440 million initiative, the 
Amphibian Survival Alliance, 
to despatch “rapid response” 
teams to collect endangered 
amphibians for captive breeding. 
The alliance is also to investigate 
lethal amphibian diseases and 
environmental changes.
Amphibians are considered 
to be sensitive indicators of 
environmental change. Sudden 
collapses in their populations in 
the 1980s and 1990s sparked 
urgent surveys.
The alliance will boost existing 
conservation efforts to protect 
species such as the brightly 
coloured poison frogs of central 
and South America, which are 
extremely sensitive to logging and 
building infringing their habitats.
Tim Halliday of the Open 
University, and author of the 
Magazine
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protection had seen freshwater 
biodiversity fall dramatically in 
the past 20 years. There were no 
treaties to protect small streams 
and ponds, he pointed out.
Mark Stanley Price, of the 
Durrell Wildlife Conservation 
Trust in Jersey, a co-author 
of the proposal, has invited 
conservationists to train in 
amphibian conservation to help 
the alliance. “You can say that 
this is conservationists firefighting 
but the truth is this is incredibly 
urgent... here we have a major 
group of animals facing serious 
decline.”
As The Independent made 
clear, there is good evidence 
that when people become aware 
of the plight of some species, 
extraordinary efforts can be 
mounted in their support. One 
of the great successes has been 
the work to reverse the decline 
of the American whooping crane: 
reduced in range and number in 
the middle of the last century, 
it faced extinction. But with 
environmentalists and the public 
joining forces, enormous efforts 
have been made to reintroduce 
these birds into their former 
eastern US breeding habitats, 
including microlite flights by 
human guides leading juvenile 
birds back to their winter feeding 
grounds. And the Whoopung 
Crane Eastern Partnership 
announced last month the 
hatching of two chicks at the 
Necedah National Wildlife Refuge, 
Wisconsin. This marked the first 
time in more than 100 years that 
a whooping crane has hatched in 
the Midwest.
“With the hatching of the first 
two chicks from the migratory 
whooping crane reintroduction, 
another chapter in wildlife history 
has been made. The journey took 
six long years of dedication, vision 
and believing it could happen...
This is truly the start of a new 
generation of wild things,” said 
John Christian, co-chair of the 
partnership.
Today about 300 birds exist 
in the wild. Apart from the 
Wisconsin-Florida birds, the only 
other migrating population nests 
in the Wood Buffalo National 
Park in Canada and winters at Focus: The plight of the spectacular whooping crane helped garner conservation 
 support in the US. (Photo: Oxford Scientific Films.)the Arkansas National Wildlife 
Refuge on the Texas Gulf Coast. 
A non-migrating flock of around 
60 birds lives year-round in the 
central Florida Kissimmee region. 
And conservationists are hopeful 
they can now build on these 
populations.
Another species that galvanized  
extraordinary conservation 
attention is the lady’s slipper 
orchid (Cypripedium calceolus) 
in Britain. Although widely 
distributed across mountainous 
regions of Europe and northern 
Asia, it is never very common and 
was declared extinct in the UK 
in 1917 as a result of Victorian 
collectors digging up wild plants. 
But a single specimen was 
discovered in 1930, and for more 
than 40 years a dedicated band 
of conservationists guarded it and 
kept the location secret until more 
formal measures were proposed 
in the 1980s to propagate and 
reintroduce the species. With 
generous private funding, the 
Sainsbury Orchid Conservation 
Project got under way in 1983 
at Kew Gardens in London to 
develop a reintroduction project. 
Researchers eventually managed 
the tricky task of getting the seed 
to germinate in vitro and surveys 
were carried out to identify 
suitable sites for reintroduction.
The aim was to establish at 
least 12 large, self-perpetuating 
colonies of lady’s slipper orchid 
across its former British range. 
Of the more than 2,000 plants that have been propagated for 
the programme, 76 have survived 
the first few years. One of the 
reintroduced plants flowered in 
2000 and it is hoped others will 
follow in coming years.
But such heroic conservation 
efforts are clearly inadequate for 
the array of species now under 
threat. Funding is obviously a 
problem but the awareness of 
the plight of so many lower-
profile species as a result of 
human activity, as highlighted in 
The Independent, is crucial for 
garnering increased awareness 
and response to the problems. 
“Far more than birds and 
mammals, flowers and insects 
are much attached to their patch. 
Some insects probably never 
move more than a few metres from 
their birthplace. Behaviour like this 
seems to border on a death wish 
yet they have served these insects 
reasonably well for thousands of 
years,” writes Marren. “What is 
different today is that their patch 
of earth is shrinking dangerously. 
Many nature reserves in the 
lowlands are now effectively 
isolated. They have effectively 
become islands, fragments of wild 
in an ocean of sterile cereals and 
rye grass fields.”
“If you look around the world 
at what happens to the wildlife 
of small isolated islands, the 
prognosis is not good. The smaller 
your patch of earth, the more 
likely it is that you will sooner or 
later die out.”
